Background: Preschoolers spend a substantial portion of their day in childcare; therefore, these centers are an ideal venue to encourage healthy active behaviors. It is important that provinces'/territories' childcare legislation encourage physical activity (PA) opportunities. The purpose of this study was to review Canadian provincial/territorial childcare legislation regarding PA participation. Specifically, this review sought to 1) appraise each provincial/territorial childcare regulation for PA requirements, 2) compare such regulations with the NASPE PA guidelines, and 3) appraise these regulations regarding PA infrastructure. Methods: A review of all provincial/territorial childcare legislation was performed. Each document was reviewed separately by 2 researchers, and the PA regulations were coded and summarized. The specific provincial/territorial PA requirements (eg, type/frequency of activity) were compared with the NASPE guidelines. Results: PA legislation for Canadian childcare facilities varies greatly. Eight of the thirteen provinces/territories provide PA recommendations; however, none provided specific time requirements for daily PA. All provinces/territories did require access to an outdoor play space. Conclusion: All Canadian provinces/territories lack specific PA guidelines for childcare facilities. The development, implementation, and enforcement of national PA legislation for childcare facilities may aid in tackling the childhood obesity epidemic and assist childcare staff in supporting and encouraging PA participation.
The rate of obesity among young children in Canada continues to rise, and many children are becoming overweight at younger ages. 1 In fact, research suggests that between 8% and 11% of preschool-aged children are either overweight or obese. 2, 3 This is an alarming trend given that obesity and obesity-related illnesses present in childhood tend to persist into adulthood. 4, 5 Even in childhood, obesity has the potential to result in many negative physical and psychological health consequences. [5] [6] [7] Developing positive health habits at a young age will help set the foundation for a healthy lifestyle in later life. 7 While there are many causes and influential factors related to childhood obesity, multiple longitudinal studies suggest a link between low levels of physical activity and increased levels of adiposity in children. [8] [9] [10] Regular participation in physical activity is crucial to the health and well-being of children as it sets the foundation for a healthy active adult life. 11 In addition to healthy bodyweight management, 12, 13 physical activity has been linked to a number of positive health benefits, including cardiovascular fitness, decreased levels of lowdensity lipoprotein (LDL) cholesterol and triglycerides, 14 increased strength, flexibility and bone density, increased self-esteem, reduced levels of depression and anxiety, and improved academic, 12 and cognitive performance. 15 It is interesting to note that despite the overwhelming benefits of physical activity, approximately 45% of Canadian preschoolers are not sufficiently active to reap such benefits. 16 Similar results were reported by the National Longitudinal Survey of Children and Youth (2010), which documented that as few as 36% of Canadian 2 to 3 year olds, and only 44% of 4 to 5 year olds engage in regular physical activity. 17 Moreover, children tend to become less physically active as they age, 18 making the necessity for early intervention apparent.
Canadian parental reports for [2002] [2003] determined that 54% of all children aged 6 months to 5 years were enrolled in some form of formal childcare, 19 up from 42% reported in 1994-1995. This translates into approximately 870,000 childcare spaces within Canada. 20 Given the amount of time children spend in childcare (approximately 25.7 hours per week), 19 these facilities may serve as an excellent site for health promoting interventions. 21, 22 In fact, the 2010 Active Healthy Kids Canada report card, titled "Healthy Habits Start Earlier than You Think," recommended childcare facilities as a potential venue to support physical activity (by means of childcare policies) among preschoolers. 18 Research conducted by Eastman echoes this notion by stating that "early childhood educators are in a unique position to support and encourage an active lifestyle among very young children" (p. 161). 23 Furthermore, parents who enroll their children in childcare have reported relying on these centers to ensure that their children are provided with the recommended amount of daily physical activity. 24 Although interventions may be needed in multiple venues, changes to provincial/territorial childcare legislation may be one avenue to support a system-level promotion of physical activity in a large number of young children (ie, 870,000), and thereby reduce the risk of overweight and obesity among this unique cohort.
Currently, no Canadian physical activity prescription exists for children under the age of 5; however, the National Association for Sport and Physical Education (NASPE) guidelines have been extensively used by researchers in Canada and internationally. 16, 25, 26 NASPE is an American nonprofit professional membership association which asserts that all children from birth to 5 years should participate in some form of daily physical activity that encourages health-related fitness and movement skills. 25 The physical activity guidelines outlined by NASPE are divided into 3 separate groups based on age; however, for the purpose of this paper, only the toddler and preschooler age group will be examined. Children who fall into the toddler group are between the ages of 1 and 3 years and are encouraged to participate in a minimum of 30 minutes of structured physical activity and at least 60 minutes and up to several hours of unstructured physical activity every day. 27 Children who fall in the preschooler cohort are between 3 and 5 years old. According to NASPE, preschoolers require a daily minimum of 60 minutes of structured physical activity and a minimum of 60 minutes, and up to several hours, of unstructured physical activity daily. 27 Given the large number of children enrolled in childcare, this venue represents an opportunity to support active behaviors among young Canadian children, and may promote lifelong enjoyment of physical activity. By way of physical activity legislation (eg, health policies), these facilities may support or deter physical activity participation among young children, and it is important to recognize (in light of the increasing childhood obesity rates and the decreasing participation in physical activity) whether such policies are encouraging appropriate behaviors. A summary of Canadian provincial/territorial childcare physical activity guidelines does not currently exist but would be useful to help contextualize preschoolers' current physical activity levels, in addition to identifying the regulated practices of childcare facilities for supporting physical activity among this population. Therefore, the purpose of this study was to conduct a review of provincial/territorial childcare legislation regarding physical activity participation. Specifically this review sought to 1) appraise whether each provincial/ territorial childcare regulation includes guidelines for physical activity participation during childcare hours, 2) compare any such regulations with the NASPE physical activity guidelines, and 3) appraise the provincial/territorial regulations concerning physical activity infrastructure of childcare facilities. This paper will review the different provincial/territorial acts and regulations that govern Canadian childcare facilities. Such legislation is governed and constituted by the provinces'/territories' respective ministry of education, child, or family services. For the purpose of this paper, the term "childcare facility" refers to any licensed childcare for preschoolers (eg, nursery schools, daycare centers, family-based / home-based childcare centers, center-based facilities, etc). It does not include babysitting, shopping mall child-minding centers, or after school programs.
Methods
Relevant published legislations were collected on individual provincial/territorial acts and regulations for childcare facilities between September and November 2009. Given that there was no central database from which to retrieve the documents, the appropriate legislation was collected separately by 1 research assistant and 1 senior level undergraduate student from each of the province's/ territory's official government website. To ensure the most current version of each legislation was analyzed, the documents retrieved from the individual government websites were confirmed with the Childcare Resource and Research Unit's report titled Early Childhood Education and Care in Canada 2008. In an effort to confirm no additional information or documents could be found, and to ensure the comprehensiveness of the investigation, a Canadian-based internet search was completed. The terms used in this search were the names of each province/ territory (ie, Alberta, British Colombia, Manitoba, New Brunswick, Newfoundland, Northwest Territories, Nova Scotia, Nunavut, Ontario, Prince Edward Island, Quebec, Saskatchewan, Yukon) along with the terms childcare, legislation, curriculum, act, and/or regulation. Based on these searches, no additional documents were found. It became apparent that each province/territory had its own childcare act, with the exception of Nunavut, which follows the Northwest Territories' legislation. As a result, these territories were reviewed together.
Upon retrieving all provincial/territorial childcare legislation, each act and regulation was reviewed in full by reading all relevant sections pertaining to child health, physical activity, and childcare center set-up. This was followed by a keyword search of each individual document. Keywords used to review these documents were: physical activity; development; motor; muscle; outdoor; indoor; play; area; and space. These terms were thought to best represent the sections of the acts or regulations related to physical activity and active play, and as such, would allow for appropriate comparison between each province's/territory's acts or regulations and the physical activity guidelines set forth by NASPE. The definitions section at the start of each act and regulation was reviewed to identify the types of childcare centers that were regulated as well as the ages of the children for which the act/ regulation applied.
A coding table was used to facilitate the comparison of the provincial/territorial legislation, and as such, proved helpful in highlighting the strengths and weaknesses of the retrieved documents. Given their relevance to physical activity policies, the following criteria were used to code the researchers' findings: a) province/ territory name, b) name of act and year of publication, c) facilities covered by the legislation, d) age group of those covered by the legislation, e) presence of legislation regarding infrastructure and physical activity, and f) specifics regarding centers' infrastructure and physical activity regulations (if any). All provincial/territorial acts and regulations were reviewed by at least 2 of the authors to help ensure qualitative rigor and the confirmability of the findings, as outlined by Guba and Lincoln. 28 The researchers of this study followed a similar methodology to that of Benjamin and colleagues, 7 who conducted a state-wide review of regulations for childcare facilities in the United States as they related to physical activity and nutrition.
Results
Each province/territory varied greatly in their legislations regarding physical activity, infrastructure, and their comparability to the NASPE physical activity guidelines (Table 1) .
General Observations
The majority of Canadian childcare acts have not recently been amended, with many dating back to the mid to late 1980s. Only 4 of the 13 acts (31%) were created or amended after 1990. In addition to the outdated legislation, the types of childcare facilities that were legislated by each act were inconsistent, and the age categories varied considerably, ranging from newborns to 13 years old, and up to 18 years of age for children with disabilities.
Physical Activity Regulations
Ten provinces/territories (ie, AB, BC, MB, NS, NU, NWT, ON, PEI, QC, YK) make some mention of physical activity in their respective childcare acts and regulations (specifically with regards to outdoor playtime). However, Ontario was the only province from the aforementioned list whose act indicates a specific time requirement for playtime. The Day Nurseries Act of Ontario stipulates that every child over the age of 2.5 years should receive 2 hours of outdoor playtime for every 6 hours they spend in childcare, and that activities performed should promote fine and gross motor skills. In addition, Manitoba, Yukon, and Ontario were the only provinces/territories that specified that play activities must allow for large and small muscle activity. Despite the fact that not all provinces/territories discussed physical activity in their respective acts, some of the provinces/territories did speak about outdoor playtime as an opportunity for children to be physically active. The remaining provinces/ territories mentioned that activities should stimulate physical development and growth; however, no specifics were noted. In regards to outdoor play, 6 provinces/ territories (46%) specified this as a daily necessity (ie, BC, MB, NU, NWT, ON, YK). See Table 1 for additional information.
NASPE Physical Activity Guidelines
Ontario was the only province/territory that provided specific time requirements for outdoor play. The Day Nurseries Act of Ontario states that children over the age of 2.5 years should receive 2 hours of outdoor playtime for every 6 hours they spend in childcare. Therefore, both toddlers and preschoolers enrolled in Ontario childcare facilities have the potential to meet the NASPE physical activity guidelines if the children were to engage in physical activities for the duration of their daily outdoor playtime. Given that the other provinces/territories did not specify time requirements for outdoor play, and none of the provinces/territories specify requirements for time spent engaged in physical activity, it seems unlikely that young children enrolled in Canadian childcare are able to meet the NASPE physical activity guidelines.
Infrastructure Regulations-Indoor Play Space
Although all provinces/territories have specific regulations with regard to infrastructure, each province/territory differs in the amount of indoor play space that is allotted per child (ranging from no specific space requirement to 4.0m 2 per child). There are 5 provinces/territories that require between 2.5 to 3.0m 2 of indoor floor area per child (ie, AB, ON, NS, NU, NWT); 3 that require between 3.1 to 3.49m 2 per child (ie, NB, NFLD, MB) and 4 that require 3.5 to 4.0m 2 per child (ie, BC, PEI, SK, YK). Quebec is the only province that does not allocate a specific space requirement of indoor floor space, while Alberta's indoor space requirement differs based on type of facility. Specifically in Alberta, centers (where children are at the facility for more than 3 but less than 24 consecutive hours per day) require a minimum area of 3.0m 2 per child, whereas nursery schools (where children are at the facility for a maximum of 3 hours per day), dropin centers or out-of-school care centers only require a minimum of 2.5m 2 per child. In calculating indoor floor space, none of the provinces/territories include hallways, food preparation areas or washrooms. Furthermore, no regulations were found regarding the "quality" of indoor play space with regards to promoting activity participation indoors; only the area per child was noted. 
Infrastructure Regulations-Outdoor Play Space
With regards to outdoor play space, each provincial/ territorial act specifies the requirements for childcare centers. However, each province/territory differs in the amount of space that is allotted for outdoor activity (ranging from no specific area requirement to 7.0m 2 per child). Overall, 3 provinces/territories require an outdoor play space of 2.5 to 4.99m 2 per child (ie, AB, NB, QC); 5 require 5.0 to 6.99m 2 per child (ie, NS, NU, NWT, ON, YK), and another 4 require 7.0m 2 per child (ie, BC, MB, PEI, SK) per child. While Newfoundland does state that any childcare center operating for more than 4 hours must have access to an outdoor play area on-site, it is the only province/territory that does not identify a mandatory outdoor play space to child ratio. In Alberta, required outdoor play space is divided into 2 categories based on age, with older children having a higher space to child ratio. Again, these acts do not provide specific guidance on the quality of the amenities provided in center's outdoor play space.
Discussion
The purpose of this study was to conduct a review of provincial/territorial childcare legislation regarding physical activity participation. Specifically this review sought to 1) appraise whether each provincial/territorial childcare regulation includes guidelines for physical activity participation during childcare hours, 2) compare any such regulations with the NASPE physical activity guidelines, and 3) appraise provincial/territorial regulations concerning physical activity infrastructure in childcare facilities. It is important to note that the acts and regulations that were reviewed are not enforceable unless the childcare facility is regulated (ie, licensed). Therefore, some home-based or family-based childcare facilities may not be regulated. The first finding that warrants discussion is that, with the exception of Ontario, none of the provinces/ territories provided specific time requirements for outdoor playtime among the children enrolled in childcare. While this may bring Ontario closer to meeting the mark when compared with the other provinces/territories, it is important to note that the Ontario Day Nurseries Act requires outdoor playtime, not physical activity. While physical activity has been correlated with outdoor time among young children, 53, 54 it is important to recognize that unstructured outdoor playtime may result in sedentary behaviors among these children (eg, playing in the sandbox). Given the low levels of physical activity among children attending childcare (eg, preschoolers engaged in 1.76 minutes of moderate-vigorous physical activity (MVPA) per hour, which translates into approximately 13 minutes of daily MVPA during childcare hours), 55 strategies to improve physical activity participation among preschoolers are imperative. Young children tend to be "most" active during the first 10 minutes of outdoor play, 56 with their activity levels decreasing after this point; 57 therefore, encouraging early childhood educators to run structured outdoor physical activities may be one strategy to facilitate increased activity behaviors among young children. Alternatively, offering 4, 30-minute outdoor play sessions, rather than 2, 1-hour sessions might encourage increased physical activity participation among young children. Given how much time children spend in childcare, the lack or absence of physical activity-related legislation may prove to be quite problematic. Establishing properly and consistently enforced regulations that not only support but mandate physical activity within the childcare setting may be an effective way to promote improved physical activity behaviors, and consequently, healthy bodyweights among young children.
A second finding that warrants discussion is the degree to which provincial/territorial regulations fall short of meeting the physical activity guidelines established by NASPE. While the majority of provinces/territories do not specify a daily time requirement during which children must engage in physical activity while in childcare, there is only 1 province (ie, Ontario) that does provide a specific time requirement for outdoor play. The implication of this legislation is that children in Ontario are afforded ample time to meet the NASPE guidelines. Given parents' reliance on childcare staff to encourage their children to be physically active, 24 it seems important to ensure that childcare staff are aware of and understand the current physical activity guidelines to facilitate physical activity participation among preschoolers and that childcare policies are in service of developing healthy active behaviors.
Regulations related to childcare infrastructure were also examined. Every province/territory, with the exception of Quebec, has a required amount of indoor floor space that must be allocated to each child. While 7 provinces/territories required 3.1 to 4.0m 2 of indoor floor space per child, which is similar to the recommendations provided in the US (which stipulates 3.25m 2 per child), 27 the minimum floor space legislation may not be sufficient to support physical activity among young children. The large number of children who attend these facilities, coupled with the toys, equipment, and desks that go along with them, may leave little unobstructed space for gross motor activity. In fact, childcare providers have acknowledged the lack of indoor space available in their facility as a barrier to physical activity and suggested that the addition of indoor space devoted solely to gross motor activity would be important for increasing activity participation among young children. 58 Moreover, given the extreme weather experienced in many parts of Canada, outdoor play may not be possible everyday; the availability of indoor gross motor space would ensure that children are afforded the opportunity for physical activity on days when the weather is poor. 58 Therefore, an increase in unobstructed floor space or a gross motor activity room may prove as a valuable facilitator to increasing the amount of active play children can engage in while indoors.
These findings have several implications for the future health of Canadian children. Firstly, with increasing enrolment in childcare, 59 the lack of legislation regarding physical activity in childcare centers may greatly contribute to the decrease in physical activity among this young population, only further perpetuating Canada's childhood obesity epidemic. The need to improve current provincial/territorial legislation, once again, remains clear. In an attempt to establish healthy active behaviors among Canada's youngest population, it seems worthwhile for provincial/territorial governments to review and amend their current childcare acts and regulations in support of increased physical activity opportunities. A study conducted by Benjamin and colleagues identified that "broad-sweeping state policy changes may play a complementary or perhaps primary role in childhood obesity prevention." 7 Similar to the current study's findings, most states in the United States were shown to have few regulations related to obesity prevention for childcare centers. Benjamin et al's study and the US summary regarding state regulations highlighted the need for clear and specific regulations for childcare centers, as well as the need to provide support and assistance to childcare facilities to ensure compliance and adherence to regulations. 7, 60 Studies conducted by Story and colleagues as well as Trost et al agreed that policy change is one way to help prevent childhood obesity. 59, 61 Specifically, the authors suggested that childcare regulations adopt the NASPE physical activity guidelines for all children enrolled in childcare, and provide specific directions on how best to incorporate sufficient physical activity in their daily practice. This is a technique that, if applied properly, has the potential to increase the levels of physical activity among large numbers of children and foster healthy behaviors to be carried throughout their lifespan. Moreover, regular revisions of provincial/territorial childcare legislation will help ensure that the most current measures in childhood obesity prevention are included. In the absence of legislative change, the establishment of a pan-Canadian guideline for physical activity promotion and participation among childcare facilities is needed to support healthy active lifestyles among young children. A final next step might involve assessing what is actually happening within Canadian childcare centers. In spite of the lack of physical activity policies, it would be helpful to know what type of structured/unstructured and indoor/ outdoor activity is being afforded in these facilities. These data would provide helpful baseline information before childcare legislation amendments.
A limitation of this review is the ever-changing content of the provincial/territorial guidelines. However, due to the recent call-to-action to address childhood obesity and inactivity in Canada, the provinces/territories may be more likely than ever to ratify physical activity regulations to better address this growing health concern. A second limitation is that the authors mainly focused on the availability of "space" within the childcare setting rather than the quality or supportiveness of the space for encouraging active play and physical activity. While there is certainly literature to support that an increase in indoor/ outdoor space will serve as a facilitator to increase physical activity participation among children, 54, 62, 63 a lack of emphasis on the quality of useable space is problematic. A third limitation of the study was while some childcare policies permitted the use of neighborhood parks and playgrounds to engage the children in physical activity, the researchers of this study solely focused on the childcare center. Moving forward, future researchers should consider reviewing the literature regarding parks, playgrounds, and the physical attributes required to attract and encourage children to be active. Future research would also benefit from examining how the current childcare regulations are enforced in each province/territory and whether some measure of compliance with regards to the legislation exists within the childcare setting. The physical activity regulations were compared with the NASPE guidelines to identify sufficient opportunities for activity among this population. Although widely used, the NASPE guidelines do not provide evidence-based support for the appropriate amount of physical activity for Canadian children. Finally, while there is currently no "gold standard" with regards to physical activity in the childcare setting, best practices have been suggested by McWilliams and colleagues. 64 These include ensuring childcare facilities have: active opportunities; fixed and portable play environment; supportive staff behavior; physical activity training and education; and physical activity policies. Further examinations of these best practices in Canadian childcare centers would allow researchers to draw more in-depth comparisons and interpretations.
Conclusion
Childcare centers are regulated by a different government agency in each province/territory within Canada, and these regulations provide limited guidance about the amount, frequency, and type of physical activity required for children attending childcare. 65, 66 Because childcare providers lack specific regulations or recommendations for physical activity, childcare centers must decide individually what policies and programming they wish to offer in their facility, and it is likely that the physical activity policies and practices vary substantially between centers within the same province/territory. 63 Thus, it is not surprising that many young children do not engage in sufficient physical activity during childcare hours. 11 Despite the identification that childcare facilities represent an excellent point of intervention for preventing childhood obesity, physical activity levels among children attending childcare remain low. Although often overlooked, 61 childcare regulations relating to physical activity may aid in promoting healthy behaviors among children, especially given the amount of time they spend in formal childcare. Therefore, it seems worthwhile that provinces/territories in Canada revise and amend their current childcare regulations to support appropriate amounts of physical activity. Consideration of the results and recommendations presented in this review may assist Canadian children in running toward a healthier future.
